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a fuTures-focused school isn’T seT 
in some hazy ‘other’ future. It’s a school 
parked solidly in the present, but with an 
attitude and a commitment to engage with 
the future in order to discover alternatives 
as a context for making choices today. A 
futures-focused school wants to choose and 
create a future for itself and its students. 
The alternative to being futures-focused is 
to wait for the future to happen and then 
respond, or worse, to view the future as no 
more than an imagined glorious past, which 
the school seeks to recreate.
The process of changing current practices 
and culture in schools in Australia in 2008 
is incremental, slow and frustrating, but it 
can be worthwhile and even exciting. It can 
happen when decisions made in one school 
make a difference not only in that school 
but in others, too, by setting the benchmark 
for all schools. 
New practices emerge when there is inno-
vation and in schools that means grappling 
with the future, looking for alternative ways 
to support learning. Unfortunately for many, 
innovation sits uneasily beside imposed 
benchmarks and demands for compliance. 
In our rush to impose standards, it’s impor-
tant that we also encourage innovation and 
not just replication.
A futures-focused school is one that can 
meet its compliance commitments in curric-
ulum, pedagogy, safety and the like, exceed 
the benchmarks set by relevant authorities 
for student, staff and school performance 
and then commit to addressing the future 
for students and staff. Leading and manag-
ing a futures-focused school means wres-
tling with the competing demands of short-
term goals to deliver outcomes today and 
long-term goals that address the future, for 
students, staff and the school.
There’s plenty of information available 
about the characteristics of the best per-
forming schools. By considering the refer-
ences on these schools, all schools can aspire 
to lift their performance, as measured on 
established benchmarks. Similarly it’s possi-
ble to address compliance issues as these are 
all recorded and only need to be researched 
and implemented. None of this is easy, but 
by application and commitment these are 
goals that can be achieved over time.
We can’t predict the future, but the real-
ity is that we defi ne it each day in every-
thing that we do. By basically continuing 
with what we’ve always done and improving 
it as best we can, we’re assuming that the 
environment in which schools exist is not 
changing to any great extent. The reality, 
however, is that our community, country 
and world are changing rapidly. Whether 
these changes are to do with macro issues 
like terrorism, globalisation and climate 
change or more immediate ones like changes 
in family, culture and community values, 
our environment is undoubtedly changing. 
There are two issues that need our 
immediate attention. The fi rst is technol-
ogy, which is shaping our children and our 
society. Already learning can happen any-
where, at anytime, with anyone or alone. A 
futures-focused school will seek to address 
this and not just use schooling methods 
developed in the past. The second issue we 
must address is inequity. All students should 
leave school having been supported and ena-
bled to participate equally and fully. This is 
not happening as it should, in Australia or 
overseas. 
According to A Failed Generation, a 
recent report by Michael Gove, Britain’s 
Shadow Secretary of State for Children, 
Schools and Families, the chance of getting 
good results is determined by where a stu-
dent lives. Inequality is not just unfair, it has 
the potential to lead to social unrest which 
could in turn destabilise a country. 
Our students will be living in the future 
and they need preparation for that life. For 
schools to do this they need to employ the 
tools of a growing body of knowledge and 
skills developed by futurists, such as sce-
nario building. 
Schools are not just the product of gov-
ernments or bureaucrats, but the creation 
of people for people. School evolution is not 
logical and linear but a complex interaction 
of millions of decisions to explore some 
options and ignore others. Futures thinking 
reminds us that we always have choices.
To become futures-focused, a school will 
begin by actively engaging with the future, 
rather than waiting for it to happen. Is your 
school ready to create its future? T
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Futures-focused schools
we have susTainable schools, specialisT schools, enTrepreneurial schools and eliTisT 
schools, so why noT aspire To creaTing one more Type of school – The fuTures-focused 
school? asks david loader.
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